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Evaluation of the Leading Program in the Graduate School of University of Hyogo 

                                                   April 19, 2017.  

Yoshikazu Tanaka representing the Evaluation Committee 

 

1. Summary 

All of the committee members agree that the Leading Program at the University of 

Hyogo continues to be an outstanding program. The educational program has been 

improved even further such as by incorporating a cell biology module, giving students a 

second mentor in a new laboratory, and introducing career path lectures. The concern 

we raised last year about variation among laboratories has been solved. Better student 

care we suggested has been also achieved by hiring a counselor.  

The combination of the structural biology facilities is unique in the world and the 

faculty is outstanding. We are very pleased to find that the students are growing up 

steadily in accordance with the aim of the Picobiology program and they have become 

very mature in both their language and scientific skills. In particular, Japanese students, 

who usually tend to be shy, displayed leadership and spoke confidently in good English.  

   Reduction of financial support to students due to the decrease in the budget resulted 

a smaller student enrolment and could possibly present difficulties for the current 

students in the future years of the program. We highly appreciate that the local 

government is going to take some positive measures to address this issue. We strongly 

urge the local government to continue financial support for this unique and prestigious 

program.  

 

2. Introduction 

The one and a half day evaluation meeting, held on March 13 and 14, 2017, at the 

University of Hyogo, gave the evaluation committee an overview of the science that has 

been going on since last year as well as the various activities the students have been 

involved in. The program included oral and poster presentations by the faculty members 

and the students of this program. The students of University of Hyogo not belonging to 

this program also presented their research in the poster sessions. The committee 

members had meetings with the students of the program and the university committee 

members. The committee members also had an internal discussion. 

In this report, the program is mainly evaluated from the point of view of research 

and education with more focus on the latter since the high quality of research we 

described last year was maintained this year. This program continues to be unique in the 

world and is outstanding. Further improvements have been made partly following our 
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previous suggestions. The students are well-satisfied with the program, but 

unfortunately, the coming budget decrease shadows this prestigious program 

 

3. Research 

As we indicated in the past reports, the facilities at the University of Hyogo are 

outstanding. In our view this assembly of state-of-the-art technology is unique in the 

world. Most importantly, the students have access to the technology, are trained to use it 

and are incorporating it into their research projects. These facilities include SPring-8, a 

synchrotron radiation facility, SACLA, the X-ray free electron laser center (one of only 

two in the world) and the time-resolved Raman and Infrared vibrational spectroscopy 

laboratory, a unique facility built by Dr. Ogura. In addition, the Neutron Diffraction, 

Electron Diffraction and Computational facilities are all world-class. Importantly, each 

of the faculty members, either at the University of Hyogo or Riken has their own 

outstanding laboratories with equipment designed for their specific experiments.  

 

4. Education 

It is impressive that students grow rapidly and steady in terms of their science and 

communication/presentation skills including English. Interaction between foreign 

students successfully helps them becoming familiar with working in international 

research groups and prepares them to assume leadership roles. This enables cultivation 

of global leaders, the aim of “Program for Leading Graduate Schools” by MEXT. 

 

4.1. Improvement of Educational Program 

The students are taught an exceptional range of techniques, using leading-edge 

instrumentation under the guidance of top-level scientists. The leading program students 

need to learn various skills to carry out picobiology. The curriculum is heavy in the first 

year. A few students mentioned that the curriculum is too demanding and they would 

like to carry out their research rather than learning many skills. However, senior 

students believe that learning a wide range of skills is useful and significant. We agree 

that to learn a wide range of subjects is important and do not see problems in learning so 

much in the first year. 

An important new development this year was the addition of a new module on cell 

biology. In order to carry out structural biology studies of biological molecules, it is 

often necessary to be able to express and mutate proteins in order to be able to obtain 

structure/function insights from your high technology measurements. This module trains 

the students in all of the basic molecular biology/cell biology procedures so that the 
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students will be able to introduce plasmids in host cells and carry out all of the steps 

needed to express, mutate and characterize their protein constructs. We want to 

emphasize here that the cell biology in not just subsidiary to structural biology, but is 

essential in its own right as knowledge of cellular/molecular biology will allow the 

students to understand biological phenomena at the molecular level. Therefore, this 

module is a beautiful integration of cellular/molecular biology with the state-of-the-art 

structural biology offered in the program. With this additional training the students 

become “complete” scientist upon their completion of the program. The students are 

happy to learn cell/molecular biology.  

     

4.2. Second laboratory 

Besides their main thesis project, students have to spend time on a secondary subject. 

Demand in a secondary laboratory varies depending on the laboratory. Students are 

generally happy to have a secondary laboratory as this widens their views. Spending 

time in a totally distinct laboratory is particularly to be commended, as it gives them a 

much broader view of what biology is about, with, for instance, crystallographers or 

spectroscopists being given a chance to discover hands-on biochemistry or cellular 

biology, and vice-versa. Despite the distraction it creates from their main thesis project, 

the students do appreciate the resulting broadening of their scientific culture. This is 

decidedly a rich investment for the future, which prepares them to identify biologically 

relevant subjects and to tackle them by a variety of approaches, by themselves and in 

collaboration with other scientists. 

 

 

4.3. Future career 

Career path lectures were very useful and important because academic positions are 

very limited and this program encourages diverse careers. Unfortunately 5 of the 7 

lectures were only for the Japanese students because these were carried out in Japanese 

and simultaneous interpreters were not provided. It is difficult for all the lecturers to 

lecture in English. Funding simultaneous interpreters can solve this problem although 

we understand the financial difficulty. 

Some students regret not to be provided with more information about jobs and how 

to look for them. One of foreign students has started sending her CV to various 

organizations to learn about getting jobs. This is an interesting approach and other 

students can follow her way. It is interesting to note that an informal questioning of the 

students revealed that about half of them would like to pursue an academic career, about 
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one third would rather work outside academia, and the rest are undecided. This seems to 

be in line with the objectives of the program. Permanent academic positions are very 

limited and competitive. The internship during the course can give them opportunities to 

think of their careers and realize the pursuit of academic career may not be their first 

choice.  

 

4.4. Language 

   The English ability of Japanese students is very impressive and enabled them to 

clearly present their research in English. Their English is much better than students not 

in this program.  

On the other hand, foreign students do not have proper courses to learn Japanese to 

get around in everyday life and communicate with everyone in their labs, and here also 

whatever courses were given were too few to be really useful. What is worse, financial 

circumstances have led to some lectures being given in Japanese without simultaneous 

translation, leaving non-Japanese students in the blue. Suggestions that could be made 

here could perhaps be: i) that foreign students applying to this type of program commit 

themselves to enroll in Japanese classes before entering it; ii) that no lectures should be 

given in Japanese without simultaneous translation; and iii) that if, in exceptional cases, 

rule ii) cannot be adhered to, at least the slides be translated in English, and the English 

checked (note that such a process will be very useful to the Japanese students-and 

teachers-as well. 

 

 

4.5. Outside school activities 

One of the original and significant aspects of the Leading Program is the strong 

investment it makes in extra-curricular activities that will prepare the students to insert 

themselves into the global scientific and societal environment. This includes sending 

them abroad, entrusting them with the organization of international gatherings, 

sensitizing them to societal issues, helping them to discover non-academic working 

environments through internships, and trying to develop their linguistic abilities. One of 

the strengths of the program, which also is a precious investment for the future, is the 

development of transnational contacts. There is little doubt that the personal contacts 

and the opening onto other countries that students form and acquire during these five 

years will lead to decade-long international exchanges. In a world where it is more 

necessary than ever, to be at the front edge of research, for top-level researchers from all 

around the world to put together their various expertise and efficiently collaborate, this 
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process of an introduction into the international environment cannot be overemphasized. 

   An off-site retreat was held last spring. This was very important to the students as 

they got to better know each other and got to better know the faculty in a social 

less-formal environment. One of the students commented that this was the single best 

thing in the entire program   

 

5. Other issues 

5.1. Student care 

The students are cared for fairly well especially for their internships by the program 

coordinator and the mentor of non-class activities. In a program such as this with very 

diverse students from several countries and with differing language skills, mentorship is 

very important. The students regularly meet with Professor Teizo Kitagawa, a senior 

faculty member. They may contact him any time to discuss personal issues, problems 

with their research and or problems with their mentor. For foreign students, consultation 

with the newly assigned counselor, Ms. Kurara Benitez, is very helpful. The students 

really appreciated this and felt it was important for them to maintain their balance in this 

very time-consuming program. 

 

5.2. Laboratory-dependent variations in understanding this program 

This was an issue last year but has been eased. Teachers now understand the unique 

curriculum of this program and do not impose more bench hours on students. Some 

students not in this program still wonder why the students in this program are so busy 

with various classes.   

 

5.3. Enrollment 

   In spite of great achievement in research and education, it is a pity that the 

enrollment has decreased. This is due to the decrease and unpredictability of financial 

support to students, which is critical for foreign students. This is also critical to some 

Japanese students who do not receive a government grant or scholarship.  

Two students in this program moved to a master course of the graduate school of life 

science in the University of Hyogo. Commitment of five years to obtain Ph.D. is not 

easy for Japanese students because getting jobs after the PhD is difficult in Japan. Some 

students did not choose this program because they wanted to continue their research 

themes in their last year in their original department. We were told that others entered 

graduate schools of more famous national universities.  
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6. Concluding remarks. 

All of us are impressed with the outcomes of this program in terms of research and 

education. This program provides well-educated deserving young scientists to Japanese 

or oversea societies. We admire the staff commitment to this program and for the 

outstanding job they are doing. Most importantly we strongly hope that continuous 

financial support to this great program is provided. 

 

 


